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Abstract:

Human life is molded in a perpetual search for belonging through
different actions, decisions and choices. The longing for the human essence
is a great issue arising at a certain time in human existence. Unfortunately,
failure to find a convincing answer leads to an identity crisis. What
constitutes precisely human essence and what is the purpose of our existence?
This paper highlights the identity crisis in the life of the main character Yank
in Eugene O’Neill’s The Hairy Ape. Through an existentialist approach, it
explores how poverty, society and especially the upper class contribute to the
identity crisis as they dehumanize the proletarians or poor working class. The
study redefines human essence and proposes some solutions in order for
every human being to get the restoration of his dignity.

Keywords: human essence, identity crisis, poverty, existentialism, social
class.

Résumé :

La vie humaine est modelée par une recherche perpétuelle
d’appartenance a travers différentes actions, décisions et choix. Le désir de
[’essence humaine est une question importante qui se pose a un certain
moment de [’existence humaine. Malheureusement, manquer d’y trouver une
réponse convaincante induit a une crise d’identité. Qu’est-ce qui constitue
précisément [’essence humaine et quel est le but de notre existence ? Cet
article met en lumiere la crise d’identité dans la vie du personnage principal
Yank dans The Hairy Ape d’Eugene O’Neill. A travers une approche
existentialiste, il explore comment la pauvreté, la société et surtout la classe
supérieure contribuent a la crise d’identité en déshumanisant les prolétaires
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ou la classe ouvriere pauvre. L étude redéfinit [’essence humaine et propose
des solutions pour que chaque étre humain retrouve sa dignité.

Mots-clés : essence humaine, crise d’identité, pauvreté, existentialisme,
classe sociale.

Introduction

The concept of “human essence” refers to a set of traits
or attributes that make human beings what they fundamentally
are. It includes the characteristics they necessarily have, and
without which they would lose their identity as human beings.
However, with certain hard realities of life such as poverty,
slavery, exploitation and other degrading treatments, some
people make others feel that they don’t meet these essential
requirements. The victims of the aforementioned treatments
finally undergo an identity crisis. Such a feeling of not belonging
to the human race is reinforced by the humiliating experiences
and the downgrading social interactions. From the treatment of
the society and the realities people face daily like poverty, it
seems to them that they are not at the place where they should
be. This feeling pushes them to entertain actions to fill this void.
They search for the validation of their own worth.

Many American writers have dealt with the issues of
human essence and identity crisis in their literary works. Among
them, there is Eugene O’Neill through his play The Hairy Ape.
In this fictional work, identity crisis is described through the
characterization of the protagonist Yank in his longing for the
validation of his human essence. What makes the essence of a
human being and what is the real meaning of human existence?
Through an existentialist perspective, this article dives into the
life of Yank and rethinks human essence. It analyses the quest
for belonging of the poor in a world dominated by the rich in
order to propose solutions for the restoration of human dignity.
But what is existentialism?
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Soren Kierkegaard is known as the first existentialist
philosopher in the 19" century though he did not use the term
“existentialism” in his works. The term became popular in the
1940s and 1950s with Jean Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir and
Albert Camus in their works to explain the nature of human
existence. In the term “existentialism,” there is “existence”
which suggests the act of being. According to More Vijay
Raosaheb (2016: 13),

The word Existence is the key concept
in Existentialism. It is used in this
philosophy in a very special sense. The
existentialist uses existence to refer
specifically to human existence. There is
a common belief that only a concrete
thing can exist. Existentialists also
support this view and describe man as a
concrete individual capable of being an
existent.

Therefore, existentialism is a philosophy which
emphasizes human existence. For existentialists, there is no
predefined essence for human beings, and the existence precedes
the essence. Jean Paul Sartre (1967: 16) explains: “What is
meant here by saying that existence precedes essence? It means
first of all, man exists, turns up, appears on the scene, and, only
afterwards, defines himself.” Consequently, the individual’s
choices and experiences determine his life. Also, it does not take
only the inborn or innate characteristics to be called a human
being. It also requires an affirmation of the existence. Reported
by Paul Roubiczek (1964: 121), Sartre argues further: “Man first
is — only afterwards is he this or that. Man must create for
himself his own essence.” Thus, there is no predefined essence
for human beings except the one they make for themselves by
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their choices and experiences. Existentialism acknowledges the
immensity of possibilities human beings have as free but
responsible persons. This work is divided into three main parts.
The first one discusses the human essence through its basic
characteristics. The second part highlights how poverty and
class conflict damage human identity among the working class.
The third part finally proposes some strategies to restore human
dignity in a materialistic world.

1. Human Essence: Basic Characteristics

What is the essence of a human being? In other words,
what does it take to be called a human being? Seemingly, this
question is simple; but it is a profound one. The first part of this
study intends to respond to this question. The term “respond”
and not “answer” is used because giving an exhaustive answer
to this question appears complex. Anyway, the definition of
human life must neither be based on the amount of money one
has on their bank account, the houses one has built, the factories
and enterprises one has, nor the number of cars one has bought.
In fact, the essence of human life suggests a natural human being
as created by God.

The Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary defines a
human being as “a person rather than an animal or a machine.”
This definition suggests that human beings are entities different
from animals or machines. Humans have some characteristics
which are unique to them and different from other creations.
However, the dictionary is not clear as far as the characteristics
of a human being are concerned. On the definition of a human
being, Efthimios Parasidis (2012: 846) reports that “a number of
scholars have classified humans as living beings possessing
bodily continuity, cognitive continuity, or genetic continuity.”
By this definition, being a human means having a body, the
anatomical structure or organization. Secondly, this definition
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declares a human being as having cognitive characteristics; that
is the fact of being endowed by intellectual capacities, the
intelligence or the capacity of thought and knowledge. Finally,
the last part of the definition recalls that a human being is
characterized by transmitted or inherited behaviors through
genes. However, what Parasidis criticizes in this definition of
scholars is the term “continuity” which follows their human
characteristics. He criticizes “continuity” because for him,
during their life time, human beings may lose one of their body
members, or go through a modification of their genetic
formation or else, the embryo may have a malformation and lose
its cognitive capacities. This means that these human
characteristics did not continue; yet these discontinued humans
are still humans.

Beside the above definition, human beings are
characterized by reason at the difference of animals. This comes
back to the cognitive characteristics. The capacity of reasoning
gives humans the moral possibility to distinguish between the
good and the evil. Whereas animals act by instinct, every human
being is endowed by the capacity to recognize what is good from
what is bad, thanks to education. This includes the freedom to
choose. At the difference of an animal which acts instinctively,
and a machine which must be programmed, a human being is
free to make choices in his or her life. From an existentialist
perspective, human beings are responsible for their life. The
Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary defines existentialism as
“the theory that humans are free and responsible for their own
actions in a world without meaning.” This definition upholds the
idea that only the individual gives meaning to his life or his
world through his choices. Accordingly, William Barret (1962:
13), qualifies the existentialist philosophy as “the unique
experience of the single one, the individual.” By the single one,
it is clear that an individual cannot define somebody else’s life,
but his or hers. Consequently, the nature of choices, actions and
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experiences of an individual indicates the kind of meaning his or
her existence has.

Furthermore, another aspect which characterizes human
beings is language. Though animals communicate, their
communication is very limited. They use only signs, shouts and
cries to transmit their messages and these are not variable.
Moreover, animals cannot speak and can neither talk of the
future nor the past. Only human beings are able of uttering words
and communicating freely with their fellows. However,
existentialists think that people must use this language to impact
their societies and the whole world, not for simple
communication. Only in this condition could their inborn
language help them give meaning to their life.

Humans are also characterized by their various job
occupations. While animals search for their immediate needs,
human beings go beyond this and make of their work a definition
of their lives. Actually, working frees them and makes them
fulfill the meaning of their existence. Thus, the choice of the
work and its impacts matter in the definition of human life in the
existentialist perspective. In The Hairy Ape, Yank and all the
workers on the liner feel happy to work for the ship to move,
though they are not treated fairly. This is because, at least, their
work gives them a sense of existence as stokers. The third scene
describes Yank encouraging his fellows to work hard, to throw
more coal in the furnace:

One two tree [His voice rising exultantly
in the joy of battle.] Dat's de stuff! Let
her have it! All togedder now! Sling it
into her! Let her ride! Shoot de piece
now! Call de toin on her! Drive her into
it! Feel her move! Watch her smoke!
Speed, dat's her middle name! Give her
coal, youse guys! Coal, dat's her booze!
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Drink it up, baby! Let's see yuh sprint!
Dig in and gain a lap! Dere she
go—o—es.!

The aforementioned passage shows that a job does define
a human being. For Yank, as a stoker, he is not just fueling the
ship in his job, but the world: “It's me makes it move!” (THA:
7). A job gives a human being an existential usefulness.
Moreover, human beings are also characterized by self-
consciousness and the capacity of reflection. Such self-
consciousness characterizes Yank at the beginning of the play in
relation to his mates since “he represents to them a
self—expression, the very last word in what they are, their most
highly developed individual.” (THA: 2). Initially, Yank was sure
of his existence as a human being worth it his job as a coal
stoker: “I'm de ting in gold dat makes it money! And I'm what
makes iron into steel! Steel, dat stands for de whole ting! And
I'm steel steel steel! I'm de muscles in steel, de punch behind it.”
(THA: 7).

Self-reflection enables human beings to live happily and
entertain actions to improve their life conditions. They are aware
of their existence as human beings and act so. They also are
aware that their life has an end and get prepared psychologically
for that. That is the reason why some people believe in life after
death or immortality. This belief urges them to have a good life
while still alive, make good choices and avoid the evil in order
to merit the life after death and its advantages.

Besides, human beings are spirituals. Apart from the
physical life, there is a spiritual life that defines every individual.
Human beings believe in a superior power and try to look for it
in all means. This justifies the different religions that exist. Most

1 Bugene O’Neill (2001). The Hairy Ape. New York: Pantianos Classics. Blackmask Online.
http://www.blackmask.com, p.11. All the subsequent references to this play will be parenthetically marked
THA in the text followed by the page number.
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of these religions promote good actions on earth in order to
inherit the eternal life. According to Christians and the Bible,
human beings are created at God’s image. This makes them
special and different from other living entities. This is seen in
(Genesis 1:27): “God created human beings in his own image.”
If human beings are created in God’s image, this means that they
represent God on earth.

To sum up, human beings are special creatures different
from machines and superior to mere animals. A human being at
his or her natural level is characterized by the body, the
language, the work, the self-consciousness, the self-expression
and the freedom of choice. Human beings are also God’s image,
according to a Christian belief. Curiously, in spite of all these
inborn characteristics, existentialist promoters think that they are
not sufficient for a human being to be fulfilled. Every individual
must go beyond them through their actions, choices and
experiences before being considered as a completed person.
Therefore, the social status, the intellectual, material and
financial power are included in the definition of a human being
according to existentialism. The following part will explore how
poverty pushes some individuals and make them doubt of their
belonging to human identity.

2. Poverty and ldentity Crisis in The Hairy Ape

Identity crisis is a very bad phenomenon which troubles
some people and destroys their joy and peace in life. Identity
crisis can go further and push some individuals to stop their own
life because of the confusion, anxiety and fear overwhelming
them. According to Jurgen Habermas as reported by Roy F.
Baumeister et al. (1985: 407), “there are two types of identity
crisis, which he calls legitimation crisis and motivation crisis.”
Further, Habermas comments that motivation crisis is caused
most of the time by internal changes whereas legitimation crisis

227



Revue ASTR-GHANA

is caused by some situations that the individual is undergoing.
Internal changes refer to the age or physical changes whereas the
situational changes can be explained by the social problems the
individual encounters. The case of Yank in The Hairy Ape is
more leaned on the second cause: the change of the life situation.
Yank’s belonging crisis started from the treatment he is facing
from the capitalists and more precisely the verbal offence of
Mildred Douglas who called him a “filthy beast.” (THA: 13).
Though his situation as a worker was not easy, he was trying to
cope with it until a change in situation thrusts him in identity
crisis. As a coal stoker, Yank is a proud leader of the workers on
a liner, during a voyage. Obviously, he is of the working class.
Yank has always thought that he has fulfilled his existence in
life; that he is important to the world until Mildred Douglass, the
wealthy daughter of the President of the Steel Trust, who owns
the liner, faints at his sight and qualifies him as a “filthy beast.”
(THA: 13). This expression traumatizes the protagonist and
dives him in a reflection on his identity and his existence as a
human being. Yank leaves the liner and resolves to search for
his real identity since his belonging to the human race is
questioned by the rich lady. Unfortunately, he couldn’t find any
in the human society: neither on the fifth avenue nor with the
“Industrial Workers of the World Local No. 57.” (THA: 24). He
finally goes to the zoo to sympathize with the gorilla and tell it
his story, hoping to find a place there. Unfortunately, the gorilla
breaks his ribs and locks him in its cage where Yank dies.

In The Hairy Ape, identity crisis is most of the time seen
among the working class. The workers survive amidst difficult
living conditions that debunk their human dignity and disfigure
them. Therefore, one of the causes of identity crisis is poverty.
In fact, when an individual lacks the minimum for survival, that
person lives in a perpetual fight. Such an individual fights first
of all to feed himself and provide his family with their basic
necessities, and also get inserted as a full member of the society.

228



Revue ASTR-GHANA

With the division of the society into social classes, the poor
struggle daily to make for themselves a place in the society and
attract respect and consideration. Generally, they are bound to
work for the upper class. However, the treatments they face in
these works push them into identity crisis. These dehumanizing
treatments imply a calling into question and sometimes make the
poor doubt of the meaning of their lives and their real identity as
human beings. Identity crisis appears when a person is confused,
faces a multitude of choices and struggles to define themselves.
It can be considered as the fact of not knowing who or what we
really are in life. It is an individual’s inability of knowing
themselves and their social and cultural identity. If the choices
and experiences define people’s lives as existentialists proclaim
it; it is then normal that people fall in identity crisis, anxiety, fear
of not having one’s place among the human race when they
realize that they are treated differently, vilified, stigmatized by
other human beings. Their sense of identity becomes insecure
and confused.

One of these treatments is the exploitation of the working
class. Workers are obliged to sacrifice their body and work hard
in harsh conditions as mere animals in order to afford their daily
bread. Yank and his working mates face the exact treatment in
The Hairy Ape. They work perpetually, throwing the charcoal in
the furnace to make the ship move. At the same time, the upper
class is rejoicing in the other side of the liner. Workers have then
no right for rest and feast, because if they do so, the ship will
stop moving. This treatment may be a situation leading to the
identity crisis. Yank’s physical description by the narrator is less
desirable. The narrator describes: “His face is extremely
monkey—like with all the sad, patient pathos of that animal in his
small eyes.” (THA: 2). This metaphoric description of Yank
gives to the reader, the idea that the work has deformed Yank’s
physical appearance. The protagonist is compared to a monkey,
both physically and emotionally. In these difficult situations,
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some individuals of the working class throw themselves in
alcohol to repress and forget for a time their sad conditions and
distress. Corroboratively, Nancy Comeau et al. (2001: 803) put
it that “High intensity seeking and low anxiety sensitivity
predicted enhancement motives for alcohol use.” Yank and his
collaborators are not from the rest. Alcohol becomes their best
friend and their best food. They sing some songs to praise the
alcohol and encourage themselves to work. The following song
says all:
Oh, whiskey is the life of man!
Whiskey! O Johnny!
[They all join in on this.]
Oh, whiskey is the life of man!
Whiskey for my Johnny! [Again
chorus]
Oh, whiskey drove my old man
mad!
Whiskey! O Johnny!
Oh, whiskey drove my old man
mad!
Whiskey for my Johnny! (THA: 3)

By saying “whiskey is the life of man,” they make it clear
that there is no other hope or emergency exit for them. They are
obliged to remain slaves for life.

Another difficult condition faced by the working class or
the poor is the lack of education. As the necessary means, it is
difficult for them to afford the education means and there is no
one to help them out of this situation. From the English they
speak, it is clear that almost all the workers in The Hairy Ape did
not attend school. Their English is so broken and informal that
it deserves a particular attention to understand what they
express. lllustratively, they say: “Aw, take it easy. Yuh're aw
right, at dat. Yuh're bugs, dat's all nutty as a cuckoo. All dat tripe
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yuh been pullin'Aw, dat's all right. On'y it's dead, get me? Yuh
don't belong no more, see. Yuh don't get de stuff. Yuh're too
old.” (THA: 6). The use of this Pidgin is evocative of the
workers’ lack of formal education.

Consequently, the famous idea from the American
declaration of independence which stipulates that “all men are
created equal, that they are endowed by their creator with certain
unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the
pursuit of Happiness,” seems not to be respected. In fact, from
the treatment of the poor or the working class, there is no
equality. People from the upper class are not equal to the ones
of the working class in consideration of what is going on. The
upper class ignores also the Bible which promotes the fairness
and the equality among human beings. This is exactly the
complaint of one of the workers on the ship, Long:

All men is born free and ekal. That's in
the bleedin' Bible, maties. But what
d'they care for the Bible them lazy,
bloated swine what travels first cabin?
Them's the ones. They dragged us
down'til we're on'y wage slaves in the
bowels of a bloody ship, sweatin’,
burnin' up, eatin' coal dust! Hit's them's
ter blame the damned capitalist clarss!
(THA: 4).

By the first cabin, the worker is talking about the upper
class or the capitalist class who are privileged during the voyage
while the lower class is treated as slaves. Observably, this
situation is far from being called equality. Because of their
poverty, workers are isolated, excluded, denied freedom and joy,
without any right and farther “made so much poorer in their own
eyes!” (THA: 8). The final blow that strikes Yank and motivates
his seek for his real identity is, as announced so far, is the insult
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“filthy beast” (THA: 13) that Douglas Mildred pronounced. This
lady represents all the capitalist class in the play. The character
Long, dissuading Yank of his idea of revenging, states it as
follows: “I wants to convince yer she was on’y a representative
of 'er clarss. | wants to awaken yer bloody clarss consciousness.
Then yer’ll see it's 'er clarss yer've got to fight, not ‘er alone.
There's a 'ole mob of ‘em like 'er, Gawd blind 'em!” (THA: 18).
What Long tries to explain here is that Yank cannot fight the
capitalist class. They are stronger and more powerful than him.
So, to resist the capitalists is vain.

Capitalists treat the working class as if they had no
dignity or they did not belong to the human race, because of their
poverty and social conditions. The words that a person uses in
front of his or her fellows are very impactful on their life and
their future. If the words are encouraging and positive, they
relieve the pain and give hope. At the same time, if the words
are harsh and cruel, they may worsen the pains and destroy the
life of the interlocutor. Yank belongs to the working class. He
knows it himself and he has accepted his fate. However, the fact
that the rich lady treated him of “beast” stirred his wound. Chen
Dang (2019: 114) comments in the same line of thought: “as for
Yank, since his first encounter with the capitalist representative
Mildred, he has his moment of awakening and feels confused
about who he really is. He is eager to find out the truth and self-
prove himself to be the one who he deems is real.” Yank starts
doubting of his belonging to the human identity and wonders
whether he is really an animal. However, if he had the
appearance of an ape or a beast, it would be the condition under
which he worked that changed his physical appearance. Paddy,
one of the workers argues accordingly:

And there she was standing behind us,
and the Second pointing at us like a man
you'd hear in a circus would be saying:
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In this cage is a queerer kind of baboon
than ever you'd find in darkest Africy.
We roast them in their own sweat and be
damned if you won't hear some of thim
saying they like it! (THA: 15).

In this quotation, Paddy tries to imagine and describe
how they appear to Mildred and what she may say to herself
before declaring these ugly words in the sight of Yank. Mildred
would be comparing them to animals in a cage, roasted by the
coal. Their suffering and silence would even be taken for joy and
acceptance. Their poverty has dehumanized them and given
them the animal identity because of the society’s classified and
materialistic philosophy. Yank leaves the ship in the search of
his identity but he finds a belonging nowhere. Since he has been
classified as an animal by the capitalist class, through the
epitome of Mildred, Yank goes to the zoo to see whether it is
true. At the zoo, he is first convinced that he has found at last his
identity. He argues with the gorilla and calls it his brother. He is
assured that the ape is getting his story: “And why wouldn’t yuh
get me? Ain’t we both members of de same club de Hairy Apes?
[They stare at each other a pause then YANK goes on slowly and
bitterly.] So yuh’re what she seen when she looked at me, de
white—faced tart! I was you to her, get me?” (THA: 28). Yank
finds that the gorilla is free and at peace in its cage contrary to
him who has been wandering and is rejected everywhere. He
envies the gorilla: “Youse can sit and dope dream in de past,
green woods, de jungle and de rest of it. Den yuh belong and dey
don’t. Den yuh kin laugh at’em, see? Yuh’re de champ of de
woild. But me I ain’t got no past to tink in, nor nothin’ dat’s
comin’, on’y what’s now and dat don’t belong.” (THA: 29).
Surprisingly, instead of sympathizing to Yank’s pains, as a good
brother, the gorilla crushes his ribs with its arms and throws him
in its cage and locks him there. Yank’s life ends there, mourned
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by the apes. It can be argued with Sarita Kumari (2023: 3) that
“Yank’s tragedy is the result of his failures to find belongingness
in the society where the world has divided men into two parts,
the rich and the poor.” Though he decides to search for his real
identity, he didn’t succeed and dies, crushed by the gorilla.
After a deep analysis of Yank’s miserable life, it appears
that poverty is the real cause of his misfortunate. In fact, if Yank
were rich, his life would be joyful and peaceful as those of the
capitalist class in the first cabin. But because of his social
condition, he is denied a human treatment and is confused to an
animal. Considering the end of Yank’s life, is it fair to conclude
that he is from animal identity? No, because he would have
found peace and fulfilment when he went to the cage if he had
been an animal. He couldn’t find his place among human beings
and he couldn’t find any among animals either. This is the fate
awaiting people when they are not born in rich families. With
the exploitation of the capitalist class, poverty dehumanizes the
poor and leaves them in difficult conditions, anxiety, fear and
identity crisis. The final conditions of Yank: “He slips in a heap
on the floor and dies. The monkeys set up a chattering,
whimpering wail. And, perhaps, the Hairy Ape at last belongs,”
let the reader think that animals are more human than human
beings. The fact that monkeys wail Yank’s death insinuates a
feeling of pity and sympathy from them. Yank, in his wandering
in the human society has not got this sympathy. However, with
the monkeys’ reaction, one would think that Yank is one of
theirs. The following part proposes some strategies to restore
human dignity and make the poor feel human in the society.

3. Restoring Human Dignity in The Hairy Ape

Dignity is something very important for human life. It is
the fact that a person feels worthy of honor or respect. It gives
meaning to his or her life. When an individual’s dignity is
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destroyed, that individual becomes lost and depressed. Such a
person may start living an identity crisis and wondering about
the purpose or the worth of life. Withal, as the case of Yank,
when a person feels not dignified in his society or among his
fellows in spite of his or her efforts, he or she starts looking for
where to go to feel at home. He or she feels humiliated in his or
her pride. Isolation from the social life causes the loss of dignity
and self-respect. Therefore, dignity is something very crucial in
human existence.

Identity crisis expresses itself through different manners and
according to its seriousness. People experiencing it have an
emotional trouble and a high rate of anxiety. They live in
extreme fear and doubt. They lose their self-confidence and live
according to others’ views on them. When they realize that they
are useless in the eyes of their fellows, they start conforming
themselves. To feel at ease in this conformance, they opt for
alcohol or drug in order to cope with the situation. Their
addiction to drug or alcohol helps them not to think too much.
That is the reason why when Yank says he is trying to think,
while drinking, his fellow workers start mocking at him.

Don’t be cracking your head wid ut,
Yank.

You gat headache, py yingo!

One thing about it it rhymes with
drink!

Ha, ha, ha!

Drink, don’t think!

Drink, don’t think!

Drink, don’t think! (THA: 4).

Yank’s mates are laughing at him because they know that
they cannot think in their current state with the alcohol. Yank
gets headache in his efforts of thinking. Some people living
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identity crisis leave their home or their society and wander in the
nature for a safe place. This is an advanced level of identity
crisis. While Yank’s conditions are complicating, he leaves the
ship and starts looking for a haven in other places till the zoo.
Another negative impact of identity crisis on individuals is
violence or revenge. The workers, in order to prove their
importance in the society or repair their broken dignity, opt for
revenge or violence. This spirit of revenge is depicted in The
Hairy Ape through the character of Yank. His following
argument testifies it:

I mean blow up de factory, de woiks,
where he makes de steel. Dat's what I'm
afterto blow up de steel, knock all de
steel in de woild up to de moon. Dat'll
fix tings! [Eagerly, with a touch of
bravado.] I'll do it by me lonesome! I'll
show yuh! Tell me where his woiks is,
how to git there, all de dope. Gimme de
stuff, de old butter and watch me do de
rest! Watch de smoke and see it move! |
don't give a damn if dey nab me long as
it's done! I'll soive life for it and give 'em
de laugh! [Half to himself.] And I'll
write her a letter and tell her de hairy ape
done it. Dat'll square tings. (THA: 27).

Yank thinks that by destroying the rich man’s factory,
the man will recognize his value. He thinks he could fix things
by showing his strength to the upper class. This is the motivation
of his vengeance. Now, what to do to restore the broken dignity
and fight against identity crisis?

First of all, a personal work ought to be done by every
individual in the society and especially the weak class. Every
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person must cultivate self-esteem and self-confidence. This
supposes knowing oneself, one’s strengths and weaknesses, love
oneself as one is and stop being influenced by the judgment of
others on us. If Yank had self-esteem, the comment of Mildred
would not have an influence on his psychological mind. No
matter a person’s social class or situation, he or she must know
that he or she has a value, even if some people tend to
dehumanize him or her. Without self-confidence and self-
esteem, a person, and more precisely a poor one cannot live
happily in our current materialistic society. Physical vengeance
can never solve the problem; it only worsens it. So, one should
have a strong mentality and stop overestimating others’ opinions
on his or her life. Inner value must be promoted. Yank’s option
for physical vengeance has thrown him to prison and led him
later on to death. Zygmunt Ryznar (224: 6) has a very bright
advice to every person in order to overcome social humiliation
and keep one’s head up in every situation. He invigorates those
who face social oppression as follows:

Living is like being in the war state: we
need to learn the art of behavior, how to
resolve conflicts, make compromises,
establish cooperation, how to lose but
not give up. In critical situations, we
need to take adaptive strategies to
facilitate  psychological or social
survival. Let’s learn to banish the
anxiety, because it takes us over due to
disrupted communication, tense muscles
and over-stimulation.

Moreover, all humans, especially the oppressed people
must support and love one another. When the oppression
becomes unbearable to one of them, the others should encourage
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him or her not to give up, but to be resilient. Life becomes more
meaningful and useful when one contributes to others’ well-
being in the society. Besides, nobody knows tomorrow. One can
face the same situation one day and need help. Therefore, people
must be supportive of one another. At the beginning of his crisis
in the play, Yank’s working mates tried to stop him from
following Mildred and getting his revenge. Voices can be heard:
“He'll get shot! He'll murder her! Trip him up! Hold him! He's
gone crazy! Gott, he's strong! Hold him down! Look out for a
kick!” (THA: 16). Long also has been supportive at the
beginning of Yank’s crisis, trying to dissuade him from an
eventual vengeance. However, by the end of the play, Yank is
alone in his struggle. Mildred’s insult is meant for all of them
but as Yank is the one to be addressed directly, he loses every
self-esteem. His mates could be more supportive by unifying
their voices to support him morally and bring him back his
broken dignity. But, they even thought at the beginning that he
fell in love with the rich lady. If the support had been
consequent, Yank could have been healed from his crisis.
Virbaliené Akvilé (2015: 4) goes in the same sense when
arguing that “persons, who find themselves in a difficult
situation are forsaken by other members of the society, and their
social requirements (of recognition, self-expression and
security) are not fulfilled.” This selfish behavior must stop in the
society for it to develop.

Additionally, respect and consideration should not be
based on the material possession. In fact, as Long argues: “We're
free and equal in the sight of God.” (THA: 14). Thus, as naturally
and equally created by the almighty God, the wealth and power
we gain from the world must not make us feel superior to our
fellow humans. Material possessions are ephemeral; only the
love we share with our fellows last forever. A human being is so
precious. Then, no individual deserves to be maltreated, isolated,
excluded or dehumanized because of his or her poverty.
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Another emergency exit proposed to balk this situation
gnawing the lower class and destroying their lives is to look for
means to improve their financial conditions. They must work
hard, look for means to escape from poverty. They can opt for
entrepreneurship. Instead of working for the upper class in
deprecatory conditions to render them wealthier, the lower class
can start something for themselves and grow with it. Mario
Véazquez-Maguire (2020: 2) goes in the same line of thought:
“As the survival of many societies’ economic, socio-cultural and
environmental dynamics is at risk, different disciplines should
encourage research focused on protecting human dignity and
finding alternative development models that generate better
outcomes for communities.” He encourages indigenous
entrepreneurship in order to preserve and restore the poor’s
dignity.

Furthermore, the government should create some
organizations and recruit some social workers to help
psychologically traumatized people to recover. It deserves also
well-trained persons to succeed in helping those people. So, it is
the duty of the government to provide means for the training of
these social workers. Moreover, governments have to watch on
the respect of the human rights by every citizen. Human rights
are not meant for the rich only but for all human beings.
Therefore, every person that stamps another one’s dignity must
be punished according to the law. Consequently, human dignity
will be restored and protected. People must be given due when
they complain about their trampled dignity. This chance has
been denied to workers in The Hairy Ape. Long proposes: “As
voters and citizens we kin force the bloody governments.” (THA:
14). His proposal is rejected because they know they won’t have
any positive outcome. But they would have tried.
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Conclusion

Eugene O’Neill’s The Hairy Ape is a play written in 1922
which depicts the conditions of the poor or the working class in
the capitalist and industrialized American society. The play is
published in the flourishing moments of the Industrial
Revolution. Therefore, there was a need for human hands to
work in the machines. The lower class is then the one suitable
for this job. In these working conditions, the upper class exploits
and dehumanizes the working class in different manners. These
conditions lead to the identity crisis in most of the workers.
Drawing from the existentialist theory, this paper has explained
the essence of life. It explored the meaning of human life or what
it takes to be called a human being. It showed first of all that the
definition of human essence should not be based on material
possessions. Therefore, to define a human being, only the natural
characteristics have to be taken into account. Such natural
characteristics are the body, the capacity of choice, the cognitive
abilities, the language, the human work, spirituality, morality,
self-consciousness and self-expression. Nevertheless, this part
made it clear that the existentialists’ definition of human being
is not limited to those inborn characteristics. The existentialist
theory emphasizes on the kind of choices. It is the way a person
conducts his or her life which will give meaning to this life.

Furthermore, the paper has discussed how poverty
constitutes a debunker of human essence and the main cause of
identity crisis among the poor. It revealed that the working class
is exploited and is denied the freedom of choice, joy and peace,
because of poverty. The capitalist class denies workers dignity
as human beings and treats them as animals. In these conditions,
some lose their self-esteem and self-confidence. They develop
psychological problems and offer themselves to alcohol and
vengeance. Their life is then destroyed in this perpetual seek of
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belonging. Facts have been shown from the play understudy
through the life story of Yank, the protagonist. Yank suffered
from identity crisis which lead him to his death in a cage because
of his poverty. Finally, the research work has proposed some
approaches of solutions to repair, protect and promote human
dignity. As solutions, it has proposed the development of self-
esteem and inner value by every individual. The validation of
self-worth should be done by oneself and not by somebody else.
Moreover, the study has proposed that people in the society
should bring a physical and moral support to their fellows. It has
also encouraged every person to consider and respect his or her
fellow human being not basing themselves on their material
possession or the social class. Besides, the poor have to work
hard to improve their social conditions. They can opt for
entrepreneurship and jobs which save their dignity.
Governments are called to protect the weak and watch on the
respect of every human being’s rights and dignity. All in all, my
research work comes as an awakening of conscience and a
therapy to save people from the yoke of social discrimination of
the poor which leads to identity crisis which steals joy and peace
in the society. Thereby, it is my hope that this paper helps
readers and the whole world to change their perceptions and
attitudes towards people in difficult conditions in order to have
a peaceful and equilibrated society. Human being must be
valued beyond any other thing no matter his or her social,
material or financial conditions.

Bibliography
AKVILE Virbaliene, 2015. “Social Worker’s Help in Restoring
Human Dignity.” In: Applied Research in Health and Social

Sciences: Interface and Interaction, Vol. 12, No. 1, DOI:
10.1515/arhss-2015-0005, 2015, pp.1-13.

241



Revue ASTR-GHANA

BARRET William, 1962. Irrational man. A study in Existential
Philosophy, Anchor Books, New York.

BAUMEISTER Roy et al., 1985. “Two Kinds of Identity
Crisis.” In: Journal of Personality 53, DOI: 10.1111/j.1467-
6494, 1985, pp.407-424.

COMEAU Nancy et al., 2001, “The relations of trait anxiety,
anxiety sensitivity, and sensation seeking to adolescents’
motivations for alcohol, cigarette, and marijuana use,” In:
Addictive Behaviors, 26, 2001, pp.803-825.

DANG Chen, 2019. “Struggling between Ancient and Modern
Life: Yank’s Quest of Self-identity in The Hairy Ape.” In:
Academy Publication, Theory and Practice in Language
Studies, Vol. 9, No. 1, ISSN 1799-2591, 2019, pp.112-117.
HORNBY Albert Sydney, 2020. Oxford Advanced Learner’s
Dictionary of Current English, Oxford University Press, New
York.

KUMARI Sarita, 2023. “Existential Crisis of Yank in the Play
The Hairy Ape by Eugene O’Neill.” In: International Journal
for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR), Volume 5, Issue 6,
2023, E-ISSN: 2582-2160, pp.1-5.

O’NEILL Eugene, 2001. The Hairy Ape. New York: Pantianos
Classics. Blackmask Online. http://www.blackmask.com.
PARASIDIS Efthimios, 2012. “Defining the Essence of Being
Human.” In: Minnesota Journal of Law, Science & Technology.
Volume 13 Issue 2, 2012, pp. 824-825.
https://scholarship.law.umn.edu/mjlst/vol13/iss2/14.
RAOSAHEB More Vijay, 2016. “Existentialism: A Philosophic
Stand Point to Existence over Essence.” In: The South Asian
Academic Research Chronicle, Vol Il Issue 1, 2016, pp.13-20.
www.thesaarc.com.

ROUBICZEK Paul, 1964. Existentialism for and Against,
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.

242


http://www.blackmask.com/
https://scholarship.law.umn.edu/mjlst/vol13/iss2/14
http://www.thesaarc.com/

Revue ASTR-GHANA

RYZNAR Zygmunt, 2024. “What is a Human Being.” In:
Knowledge Worker's Point of View, DOIl:
10.13140/RG.2.2.35715.89125, 2024, pp.1-39.

SARTRE Jean Paul, 1967. Existentialism and Human Emotions
[B. Frenchman & H. Barnes, Trans.]. United States of America:
Castle Trademark.

VAZQUEZ-MAGUIRE Mario, 2020. “Restoring, Protecting,
and Promoting Human Dignity through Indigenous
Entrepreneurship.” In: International Journal of
Entrepreneurship, Volume 24, Issue 3, 2020, ISSN: 1939-4675-
24-3-408, pp.1-12.

243



